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Abstract  
As the Internet becomes deeply embedded into consumers’ daily life, the digital virtual world 
brings significant influence to consumers’ self and narrative. Prior studies look at consumer 
self either from a certain online space or comparing consumers’ physical and digital virtual 
selves but not the integration of the physical/digital world. This paper aims to explore the 
meanings of the digital virtual space on consumers’ narrative as a whole (their interests, 
dreams, or subjectivity). We utilise a postmodern concept of the cyborg to understand the 
cultural complexity, subjective meanings of, and the extent to which the digital virtual space 
plays a role in consumers’ self-narrative. We conducted in-depth interviews and gathered 
three consumer narratives. Our findings indicate that consumers’ (cyborg) self-narrative 
contains important fragments from both physical and digital virtual worlds, forming a 
feedback loop where physical and digital virtual spaces strengthen and influence each other. 
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Introduction  
Recent research suggests that consumers spend more time on the Internet and from multiple 
devices, including smartphones and tablets (Nielsen, 2014). According to an American digital 
analyst company, consumers spend more hours of multiple screen media, consuming and 
producing more content each year (KPCB, 2014). Increasing connection to the Internet and 
proliferation of personal digital technologies have fundamentally influenced consumers’ 
behaviour and construction of their self. Prior studies have examined the self in the digital 
virtual space (websites, virtual worlds, mobile apps, and so on, that one experiences on/via the 
Internet or digital) (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002; Schau & Gilly, 2003; 
Zakhariasson, 2010). However, consumer researchers generally either focus on a specific 
space (the self in an online game; Zakhariasson, 2010) or digital virtual self in comparison to 
physical self (online vs physical self presentations; Schau & Gilly, 2003). Despite conceptual 
developments in the integration of the physical and digital selves (Belk, 2013), there is a 
limited knowledge in the way consumers experience their intermingled physical and digital 
virtual worlds in the broader context of their life. For instance, the question of the lived, 
subjective meanings of digital virtual space in relation to consumer self-narrative (e.g., their 
sense of self, interests, life goals) is still unanswered. This study’s main purpose to address 
such theoretical caveats is significant because as the digital virtual space becomes more 
embedded into consumers’ self and continuously accessed (e.g., through portable devices), 
their subjectivity (a way of experiencing the world in one’s mind) and self-narrative can be 
altered. An understanding of consumers’ digital virtual space and their self-narrative assists 
consumer researchers to better understand the current consumption culture of the digital 
virtual space and how consumers manage their identity projects involving the physical and the 
digital virtual worlds. In this paper, we explore and draw insights from consumer narratives to 
understand the ways in which consumers interpret their subjectivity and construct their life-
world as their physical and digital worlds become intertwined. 
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Literature Review 
In the following paragraphs, we outline CCT and studies on the self and the digital virtual 
space. We conclude this section by proposing a conceptual lens that is influenced by the 
postmodern concept of the cyborg (Giesler & Venkatesh, 2005; Haraway, 1991) as a mode of 
our interpretation of consumers’ narrative in the hybrid physical and digital virtual world. 
 
Consumer Culture Theory  
The CCT research tradition focuses in understanding the cultural complexity of consumption 
(Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Culture is seen as the signification of subjective experience or 
action within a particular consumption context (Geertz, 1973). While the scientific nature of 
CCT has been challenged, such as the limited theoretical contribution due to contextual 
boundaries and subjective knowledge (Askergaard & Linnet, 2011), cultural oriented works 
offer meaningful insights into the complexity of consumers’ consumption and their rest of life 
(Belk, 1987). Studies on consumers’ self have examined various ways in which consumption 
forges the construction of the self (the essence of who one is) or self-narrative (meaningful 
aspects of one's life-world that represent who he/she is; Shankar, Elliot, & Goulding, 2001). 
For instance consumers use possessions to demarcate, synthesise or compromise the 
diversified selves to attain their desired narrative (Ahuvia, 2005), extend their self to their 
valued possessions in the workplace (Belk & Tian, 1995), or have different technological 
ideologies that influence their narrative (Kozinets, 2008). In digital virtual context, Schau and 
Gilly (2003) explore consumers’ digital self-presentation using digital elements (e.g., brand 
images) in their personal websites. These studies show consumers as active agents who 
continually work on their narrative, incorporating symbolic meanings associated with 
consumption materials. Nevertheless, there is a limited understanding on how consumers 
integrate digital virtual spaces to construct their overall narrative. The purpose of this study is 
to extend our knowledge on how symbolic meanings of the digital virtual world become part 
of consumers’ overall narrative. 
 
The digital virtual space  
The digital virtual space broadly refers to one’s experienced space on the Internet containing 
materials between digital (non-imaginary materials in digital formats, e.g., digital photos, 
texts) and virtual (imaginary materials, e.g., avatars) (Denegri-Knott & Molesworth, 2010). 
While earlier studies have proposed distinct characteristics of this space, including 
interactivity, presence (the subjective feeling of ‘being there’), immersion, and flow (Hoffman 
& Novak, 1996; Steuer, 1992; Turkle, 1995). Nevertheless, the current digital virtual space 
presents other aesthetics, such as an aggregated space and liminality. First, we posit that the 
digital virtual space can be viewed not as a singular space or a certain type of space (e.g., 
social networking sites), but rather as an aggregated space containing key fragments of 
consumer self and self-narrative, for instance, a few online games, subscriptions to YouTube 
channels, and favourite blogs. The experience of these various spaces is subjective and 
individualised; combined, they significantly contribute to consumers’ self-narrative. 
Investigating this space as a whole enables us to study the linkages between aggregated digital 
virtual representations and the ways consumers incorporate these to their narrative. Second, 
today's digital virtual space represents a liminal or in-between place (Turner, 1964). In this 
sense, a liminal space is a “state of transition between two or more boundaries” (Campbell, 
O'Driscoll, & Saren, 2005, p. 346). While the notions of immersion or flow suggest consumer 
experience that is being in-between physical and virtual world, liminality poses further 
ambiguity and inseparability of these two worlds. The proliferation of always-on/always-on-
you devices or personal mobile devices with Internet connection (mobile phones, tablets, 
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laptops) have allowed for continuous access to this space (Turkle, 2008). This continuous 
access to the digital virtual space and the integration of the physical aspects to the digital 
virtual world mean that the digital virtual space may no longer be experienced as a separate 
place (being "there"). The blurring distinction between physical and digital virtual becomes a 
liminal part of consumer life (there/here). 
 
Self-narrative in a hybrid physical/digital-virtual world 
A central theoretical view of consumers’ self in today’s digital virtual space is the postmodern 
ideologies of the self. Within the postmodern orientation, we turn to the concept of the cyborg 
(Giesler & Venkatesh, 2005; Haraway, 1991) to shape our conceptual ideas of consumers’ 
self-narrative in the physical/digital-virtual world. Haraway (1991, p. 201) embraces the 
fusion of human and technology and argues that “the machine is not an it to be animated, 
worshipped, and dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment”. 
In this sense, the cyborg concept explicates consumers’ self-narrative that incorporates the 
digital virtual spaceand visa-versa. Consumers’ self-narrative is a part of the “an ongoing 
dialectic of existential equivalence” between the physical and the digital virtual (Elwell, 2014, 
p. 243). 
 
There are four key aspects related to the postmodern cyborg proposed in this study: (1) The 
self; (2) Hyperreality; (3) Boundaries; and (4) Subjectivity. First, the cyborg concept sees 
consumers as having multiple and fragmented selves and being liberated from their unified 
self (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995). For instance, consumers can have multiple and inconsistent 
selves in different websites. However, we argue that the self can be seen as fragmented but 
also extended and tethered to the digital virtual space (Belk, 2013; Turkle, 2008). Second, 
consumers’ perceived reality of their intermingled physical/digital-virtual world is symbolic 
and dependent on consumers’ own subjective experience and meanings. Baudrillard (1983) 
refers to this reality as “hyperreality” where real or fiction symbols and signs act as 
simulation of what is considered as real. Thus, consumer perceived reality can be influenced 
by the extent of the integration of their hybrid and liminal space. Third, there are blurring 
boundaries or paradoxes involved with the experience of the digital virtual space, such as 
physical/virtual, real/fantasy, or natural/artificial (Haraway, 1991). The diminishing of 
boundaries involved in consumers’ experience (Brown, 1995) suggests that their experience 
of the digital virtual space is dynamic and transitional (moving between the physical and the 
digital). Fourth and last, the cyborg connotes that consumer subjectivity involves the 
individuation and re-empowerment of consumers as individuals rather than a conforming 
group (Brown, 1995). The celebration of individualism is reflected in consumers’ 
personalised, autonomous experience of the digital virtual space.  
 
Table 1.Summary of self-narrative in a hybrid physical/digital virtual world 
Key aspects Description 
The self  Consumers’ sense of being is not only fluid, multiple, and fragmented (Brown, 1995; Firat & 
Venkatesh, 1995), but also tethered to the digital virtual space.  
Subjectivity Consumers’ individualism, differences, and contradicting selves (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995) are 
celebrated through their individualised, personalised experience of the digital virtual space.  
Hyperreality The meanings of consumers’ digital virtual spaces depend on their consumption context and 
own meanings and interpretation. The ‘simulations’ in the digital virtual space becomes a part 
of consumers perceived reality (Baudrillard, 1983). 
Blurring boundaries and 
paradoxes 
Consumers can experience blurring of boundaries (e.g., physical/virtual or real/fantasy) 
(Brown, 1995) particularly as they can continually access the virtual spaces, such as through 
their portable devices. 
Sources: Adapted from Brown (1995) and Firat and Venkatesh (1995). 
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Methodology 
We conducted in-depth interviews with three informants (females, aged 26, 32, and 36 years 
old) who were invited through personal emails or face-to-face invitations. We selected 
informants who self-identified as having a self on the digital virtual space that they perceived 
as important to their life and who spent at least 10 hours a week on the Internet for leisure 
purposes. Interviews lasted between two to three hours. We asked informants about the 
activities on the digital virtual space they enjoyed most and aspects that they considered 
important in their lives. The depth of data required is similar to that required by studies that 
have used a small information-rich sample to examine a consumption culture (Ahuvia, 2005; 
Kozinets, 2008). Findings were analysed as consumer narratives or cases using hermeneutical 
process (Thompson, 1997) and compared back-and-forth with literature to develop a 
meaningful understanding of key themes related to the postmodern cyborg perspective 
discussed above (Spiggle, 1994). The three consumer narratives are presented next. 
 
Findings: Consumers' self-narratives 
 
Faith's narrative 
Faith is a disabled pensioner and a part-time psychology and social work student. She lives 
with her cat and is recovering from her eating disorder and mental health illness (anxiety, 
social phobia). Faith is also deaf in both ears and often feels "cut off from the world", 
especially when she used to go "in and out" of hospital. Recently, she has experienced 
significant improvements; she has done volunteer work, started painting and dancing, and 
recently gone back to study. The digital virtual space represents an important element or 
phase in Faith's narrative where she is re-building her life: "At the moment, I'm just trying to 
get my life back...re-doing my life." Faith's aggregated space of Facebook, eating disorder and 
mental health related websites and blogs, and her own blog has enabled her to feel connected 
with and help people with similar problems. She says, 
[My online space] has helped me a lot. It's given me a lot of hope when it comes to actually being able 
to live with a life threatening illness, knowing that other people can. It's allowed me to explore ways in 
which I can actually make contribution to the world. 
 
Faith spends a lot of time on the digital virtual space. In this space, Faith’ selves include 
'recovering from eating disorder' and also 'supporter and helper for other people' and an 
activist in this cause. Her sense of self in the physical space is extended and linked to the 
digital virtual space where she feels empowered to contribute to the world. Her perceived 
reality consists of her putting "hundreds of hours" online, chatting to people, sharing her 
experiences and thoughts on her blog, and reading articles related to events or stories on 
eating disorder and mental health. The digital virtual space has become embedded in her life 
as it represents a "window" to people and information, especially as she still has anxiety and 
likes to keep these people "at an arm's length". Faith seems to experience physical and digital 
virtual worlds in a dynamic way, moving between both worlds. She enjoys studying, goes to 
counselling appointments, and living on her own, while she can be "important" in the digital 
virtual space. Faith's personal goal includes helping people with mental illness: 
I think I will always have my online world ... It’s a way to reach out to the people who otherwise would 
be isolated because of their own world. And in my future I would want to work with these people so I'm 
going to need to work with them in a way that I can reach them. 
 
Beatrice's narrative 
Beatrice is a high school teacher living with her husband and two cats. She remarks that she 
has "a lot" of hobbies including computer gaming, poetry and novel writing, editing videos, 
5 
and doing creative projects such as sewing or making outfits for cosplay (costume play). 
Being a fan of pop culture, Beatrice has often made costumes and attended pop culture events 
where she spent money to meet and greet with celebrities and purchase signed photos and 
merchandises. The digital virtual space represents her interests in gaming and creative 
expressions: 
For me, that’s my downtime you know. Like it’s very stressful as a teacher. I’m dealing with kids you 
know, Miss can I go to the toilet? Miss I can’t do this assignment. Miss I don’t know what to do. And 
it’s constant and sometimes I just wanna shut myself off from the world and go ok it’s time for me to just 
go somewhere else, be something else. 
 
Beatrice's aggregated digital virtual space includes her online games (Diablo III), her writing 
blog, Facebook, and websites related to her TV and movie interests. In these spaces, her 
multiple and fragmented selves, such as the tough barbaric character in Diablo III, creative 
thinker and writer, and cosplayer are integrated and considered important for her narrative. 
The digital virtual space seems to reflect a reality of her own personal interests and aspects 
that she cannot achieve in the physical space. In viewing her reality, Beatrice mentions that 
she has an attachment to her digital virtual selves – to be known as "a writer, a philosopher, a 
thinker". She does not appear to view the digital virtual space as separate but as an integral 
part of her physical self and everyday life: 
If we had no electricity, and no way to connect like the internet, I would be devastated because that 
would be like chopping off the umbilical cord, so to speak you know. Because when you think of an 
umbilical cord, an umbilical cord gives you nourishment and I think that for me, my online life 
nourishes my physical life. 
 
Renee’s narrative 
Renee is a research student and an aspiring academic. She enjoys writing and learning; 
studying fulfils her "curiosity" and she enjoys "always thinking" about her research. While 
research and her career in a university are important, Renee also enjoys writing and reading 
fiction stories. Writing is an important part of Renee's narrative as she can “disappear into it” 
and “escape the real world”. She would like to become a novel writer, preferably while 
working an academic. While her writing activities are done offline, Renee's digital virtual 
space, including writer websites (Nanowrimo), writer blogs, reading communities 
(Goodreads), and reading apps, allows her to connect more with her "writing self". 
The biggest part of the writing self that is online is the reading. Reading is really, really, really 
important if you wanted to be a good writer, so I read a lot. I read blogs, I read e-books that are online, 
everything I read is up the cloud so I can access it anywhere ... Probably few hours per day...um, 
usually every chance I get.   
 
Renee's fragmented academic and writer selves can be seen as separated. However, most of 
her writer self is tethered or linked to her activities done in the digital virtual world. Her 
individualistic, subjective experience of her reading and writing is strengthened as she could 
read as many e-books as she wants through multiple platforms (mobile phone and tablet) and 
improve her writing skills through reading websites and blogs related to writing. Further, 
Renee's perception of reality is influenced by the integration of her physical and digital virtual 
space in that reading and interacting with the writing and reading websites have become her 
everyday life. Renee views her writer self as something that is separate but an integral part of 
her physical world; her selves are equally "real". In this sense, while Renee sees the 
boundaries between her physical and digital virtual worlds, she welcomes the ability to easily 
and continuously "switching" between the two. On her multiple selves, she remarks: 
I think they’re the different version of the same person. The writing self is my actual life self. If you put 
my offline PhD self and my online writing self together, that’s self my actual self wants to be one day. 
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That’s where I’m heading, achieving the goal of both of those selves ... I think they need each other, 
they need to work together. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper aims to understand the subjective meanings of the digital virtual space as part of 
consumers' self-narrative. The postmodern concept of the cyborg provides a lens to examine 
consumers' self and narrative as containing both physical space and digital space components 
(see Figure 1). For our informants, the digital virtual space represents a substantial element in 
their narratives that the physical space is unable to offer (e.g., Faith’s connection with people 
who share similar problems). Our study explores that the selves that consumers consider 
significant to their interests, goals, or subjectivity are tethered to and nourished in the digital 
virtual space. However, while consumers’ physical and digital selves are fragmented, they are 
a part of a feedback loop that influence one another (Elwell, 2014). The selves in the digital 
virtual space do not replace or are not more important than the physical self. For instance, 
Beatrice can become “something else” through online games; but digital virtual space is 
“nourishment”, not preferred to her physical self. Our findings echo studies (Ahuvia, 2005; 
Belk, 2013) which suggest that consumers' fragmented self is not liberation from the unified, 
core self. Rather, consumers view their digital virtual selves as fragments of their narrative. 
Unlike Ahuvia’s (2005) study, consumers contradictory selves (e.g., Renee’s career and 
writer selves) are not seen as a challenge, rather, the seemingly contradicting selves work 
together and can strengthen one another, forming a fuller and richer part of their narrative.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Consumers’ (cyborg) self-narrative in a hybrid physical/digital virtual world 
 
 
Additionally, we find consumers' perception of reality is influenced by their subjective 
experience and aggregated digital virtual space. The digital virtual space can be moulded into 
containing various aspects of consumers' self that they can “connect” and “disconnect” from 
their physical space (Giesler & Venkatesh, 2005). For example, Renee’s dream to become a 
writer is reflected in her love of reading and writing websites. Lastly, while consumers see the 
boundaries between their physical and digital virtual spaces, they do not feel that one should 
overcome the other. In this sense, the boundaries between the two worlds are blurry, but also 
visible and liminal. Consumers see the two worlds in paradoxical and liminal ways 
(here/there). The concept of the cyborg can serve as an apt lens to view consumers' narrative 
in the digital age as consumers are connected and tethered to the digital virtual space to 
strengthen their narrative. This paper contributes the understanding of consumers’ 
interpretation and construction of a hybrid (cyborg) self-narrative in the digital age. 
 
Conditions:  
Fragmented and tethered self  
Individualised, dialectic subjectivity  
Hyperreality (the physical and the digital virtual worlds) 
Blurring boundaries and paradoxical conditions (here/there) 
The physical space The digital virtual space 
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